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Navajo livestock reduction illuminates the gendered politics of conservation and the crucial contribution of women in resisting environmental injustice.
In developing programs to halt soil erosion on the Navajo Reservation, the Bureau of Indian Affairs and the Soil Conservation Service made matters worse, largely because they ignored the importance of women as livestock owners. Women s resistance helped bring an end to stock reduction and the conservation program.
JLn 1936, local newspapers in Winslow, Arizona, and Gallup, New Mexico, reported that the women were inciting a revolt on the Navajo
Reservation. For three years, John Collier, the commissioner of Indian Affairs, had pressured Navajos to slash herds in an effort to conserve severely overgrazed rangelands.
Now trouble was brewing, the Gallup Independent claimed, in the language of yellow journalism, "due to the dissatisfaction of the squaws over Collier's policies "l Evidence of this simmering rebellion is admittedly meager. Very few Navajo women spoke English, Hattie. Although almost blind from trachoma, she was the meeting's "unquestioned, dominating leader," and an "aggressive and vigorous speaker." Pointing her finger at E. R.
Fryer, the newly appointed superintendent of the Navajo Service, Hattie denounced the government's plan for range management. She spoke so heatedly and rapidly that
Fryer's interpreter, Howard Gorman, could not keep up, or perhaps Gorman was reluc tant to translate her invective. Nonetheless, it was clear that the woman did not blame government officials alone. She scolded Dine men, too, pointing at them as they hung their heads.3 Dine councilmen and community leaders had acquiesced to the wholesale slaughter of stock and the confinement of flocks into grazing districts, bringing poverty and despair to their people. Hattie held them all accountable.
This story illustrates the significant, but often overlooked, part that Dine women played in resisting and remembering the environmental injustice known as Navajo livestock reduction. The term "environmental justice" is usually reserved for the recent political movement to fight for poor and marginalized racial and ethnic communities that bear the burden of our society's toxic wastes and other environmental hazards. Mexicanos define their ongoing struggles against the federal agencies that dispossessed them from their lands and livelihoods as battles for "environmental justice," a useful, The effect of livestock on this brittle environment was cumulative and dynamic.
But noxious
When livestock continuously defoliate favored forbs, grasses, and shrubs, they eventu ally kill the native vegetation they prefer and encourage the invasion and spread of less palatable plants, both native and exotic. As vegetation density decreases, larger areas of soil become exposed to the baking sun, making them more arid. And as the patches of bare ground become wider, the wind begins to carry away the topsoil. would never buy.23 In essence, the federal purchases replaced the fall market for lambs, a market that had dwindled to nothing since the beginning of the Great Depression.
Not everyone who gave up their sheep did so all that willingly, however. Frank
Lenzie, who supervised reduction, reported that "considerable opposition to the disposi tion of their stock was voiced by a large number of Indians in all parts of the Navajo The council's resolve would not last long. Back home, the men quickly discovered that the people who owned goats had no intention of giving them up without a fight.
Both Carl Beck, the BIA stockman, and C. N. Millington, national head of the Indian Emergency Conservation Work program, who attended several community meetings, noted that women were especially vocal in their criticism of the council's decision to sacrifice their goats. Women owned the vast majority of these animals, and they felt betrayed by the men who had promised to cut their herds. Some women resolved to reduce their flocks in their own way by eating lots of goat meat, and they set about butchering the animals for home consumption. But all this talk of selling off their goats left them feeling anxious and powerless.33
When the council again convened at Crownpoint and later at Keams Canyon, the mood was tense. council met with a gathering of angry people, who apparently accused the men of fail ing to represent them. Some of the women and the older men had pleaded with the councilmen, demanding to know how they were to support themselves without their goats.34 So as this series of meetings opened, the councilmen did their best to explain to the bureau that few favored goat reduction, and they struggled with officials to find some kind of middle ground.
Albert Sandoval, a representative from the Southern Navajo jurisdiction, hoped to find another solution. He asked whether it would be possible to reduce the goats by eating them and by selling butchered meat to the reservation schools. hataalii, and a tribal councilman, had been one of the leaders, and "he and the other leaders really took the brunt of it," she recalled. "People were very, very angry[,] and they started saying nasty words to all the leaders, blaming them. Even though Frank explained the order came from Washington, for some reason people blamed him. They even threatened to harm him and his children because of it. Those things worried me greatly" Yet Mitchell himself agreed with the conservationists that overgrazing had nearly denuded much of the land. So "he kept telling us he had to do his job; the People were going to have to listen and obey those instructions. He said if they didn't, the reservation would have no future; the land would never recover and everything would come to an end." Even in decades later, she added, "People still talk about the stock reduction and the suffering it caused. In our family, we don't talk about it very much because it brings back the hardships it caused for Frank ... and others who had to enforce those orders. It wasn't right that people blamed them for causing it; the overgrazing did it. But some of the People couldn't understand that, so they blamed all the leaders, from Washington right on down ... to the headmen in the local areas."51
Mitchell ruefully remembered those times, too. He, himself, had received a permit for only ten sheep and two horses, and yet his neighbors accused him and the rest of the Of course, Collier had the best of intentions when he launched his most ambitious New Deal program on the Navajo Reservation. Livestock, drought, and arroyo-cutting rains had gnawed the land, and as he grasped this serious threat, he felt an almost messianic impulse to act quickly before the area became another Dust Bowl. Adding to his sense of urgency had been the sudden availability of federal conservation funds, which he rightly feared might soon evaporate.63 Collier intended to save Navajo life, both literally and culturally, by saving Navajo land. And yet, as the old adage goes, the road to hell is paved with good intentions.
Collier only belatedly, and imperfectly, comprehended the meanings livestock held for Dine, and he never fully fathomed long-established patterns of stock ownership. It
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